Illness
telling them the most distressing things about their paren-
tage, punctuated with a stick from behind. I, meanwhile,
sat with my head in my hands, looked at the flooded river
below, and wondered at what was going on inside me to make
me feel so ill.
We saw ahead of us the first red pinnacles of the Alamut
gorge, naked rock piled in chaos and rounded by weather,
without a blade of grass upon it. Most of the bridges were
washed away, but we found one, sagging in die middle but
still fairly solid, and crossed to the south bank of the Shah Rud
below a village called Kandichal.
Here there was no salt in the ground, and a kinder nature
appeared; we rode along an overhanging cliff, high above the
brown snow-water. But here I felt too ill to continue. We
came to a small solitary corrie where a whitewashed shrine or
Imamzadeh slept peacefully in front of a sloping field or
two of corn. A brook and a few tangled fruit trees were
on one side of it in a hollow. A grey-bearded priest,
dressed in blue peasant garb and black skull cap, gave
permission to stay; and Ismail put up my bed in the open,
under a pear and sanjid tree overgrown with vines near
the brook.
For nearly a week I lay there, not expecting to recover, and
gazed through empty days at the barren Rudbar hills across
the river, where shadows of the clouds threw patterns, the
only moving things in that silent land. To look on its naked-
ness was in itself a preparation for the greater nakedness of
death, so that gradually the mind was calmed of fear and filled
with austerity and peace.
I lived on white of egg and sour milk, and had barley cooked
in my water so that the taste might tell me if it were boiled,
since the little stream running from the village on the hill was
probably not as pure as it looked. It was an incredible effort

